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The more outré and grotesque an incident is 
the more carefully it deserves to be examined. 
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And these shall go away into everlasting punishment, 
but the righteous into life eternal. 
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Chapter 1 


I have always been interested in auctions. Oh, I do not mean 


prestigious auctions such as Christie's or Sotheby's. No, Idon't. 
As an artist, I can't afford that. But I like these little auctions 
which are organized all around the country, selling mainly 
cheap things. The price of an object means nothing, by the 
way. It only depends on how much money people are ready to 
spend for it. And also, how many people want to it. If only one 
person is interested, the item will be cheap; but if thousands of 
people are, prices will be going higher and higher. Basically, it 
takes only two billionaires to sell a Gauguin 300 million 
dollars. The is a fight with our modern weapon : money. Art is 
a demand and supply business. What is painted on a canvas 
does not interest anybody. The signature matters, only the 
signature. Who is the artist? This is the only question. What 
you do is not important. It is who you are that is important. 
Without the fame, a Pollock or a Warhol should cost 5 dollars. 


It was the end of winter, but spring had not turned up,yet... A 
kind of unknown season. Nobody knew what kind of clothes 
they should wear. Weather was not cold, but it was not warm 
either. A puzzling season. I was on the way to the bakery and, 
as ever, I had a look at an old auction house, located not far 
from my home. The shopping window was always full of 
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objects since there was a short “exhibition”’on a few hours 
before the auction. So people could see the lots. 

I was about to leave, when | suddenly noticed a blue and 
yellow painting, unframed, they had put on the floor, among 
other brimborions. Why did I look at this poor canvas, I do not 
know. But, almost instinctively, I entered the auction house. 
The shopkeeper knew me very well, after all these years. He 
was very busy, selecting the lots for the afternoon's sale. 


- Morning, Jan. Interested in buying something today? 

He said. 

- Maybe. 

I answered. 

And I went to the corner of the shopping window, where I had 
seen the blue and yellow painting. It was there, as abandoned. 
I took it and looked. The linen canvas, unsigned, looked quite 
old. I turn my head and did not see the shop keeper anymore. 

- Rudi! 

I shouted. 

He showed up his head from upstairs. 


- How much the auctioneer has estimated this painting? 


- Jan, | have over four hundred paintings for sale this 
afternoon... I do not know...any sticker on the back? 


He mumbled. 


- Number 80. 
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Rudi left. A few minutes later, he came back with a big old 
hard book in his hands. 


-Number 80 you said? 
- Yes 


- Entitled : "Three bathers"...unknown artist. We will start the 
bidding at 30 dollars. 


He sighed wearily. 

- Thanks, Rudi. I'll come back this afternoon for the auction. 
I answered. 

Rudi gently scratched his head with his pencil and smiled. 

- [knew you would find something to buy, Jan ! 

I smiled too. 


- Well, Rudi, you know me... 


This painting was a medium-sized canvas. About 20 by 23 in. 


It was a Picasso. 


Chapter 2 


Everybody knows that it is as impossible to find a Picasso in a 
small auction house as to find a Stradivarius in a discount 
shop. So I knew this painting was not a genuine Picasso, but it 
looked like one. I would never have been interested in buying 
a fake. Art forgers can be very talented, they can even be 
"genius", yet, at the end of the day, they are all pitiful 
parasites. They live by proxy in a way. They are therefore 
useless. But in that case, I did not want to buy a fake... I 
wanted to buy an enigma. No. This canvas was, as said 
Churchill : “A mystery wrapped in an enigma”. And I wanted 
to bid on a mystery. 


I knew this artwork was a fake Picasso but I could not 
remember where I had seen the original. Three bathers were 
on the beach. Two were lying down on the sand and the third 
was standing. The color of the beach was still vivid yellow. It 
seemed strange to me because the canvas, the wood frame, the 
linen material, was old. Yellow pigments are losing their 
brightness as time goes by. And this yellow color was still 
bright. But where had I seen this Picasso before? 


I did not have my smartphone with me when I went to the 
auction house, but I have a good visual memory - as all 
painters - and I perfectly remembered each detail of this 
mysterious artwork. Only the model of this copy, I could not 
remember. 
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I wanted to wait patiently for the beginning of the auction. But 
each minute lasted hours, if not years. I know, impatience is a 
sin. Maybe the worst of all sins : it is an insult to Time, the 
supreme god. We should wait for the right time and the right 
place. They always come. But we are all impatient and all our 
problems usually come from that. I wanted this Picasso. 
Badly. The doors of mystery were half-opened and I wanted to 
go in. 


1] 


Chapter 3 


The auction was beginning at 3.30 pm, but I was in the room 
two hours before, discreetly eating a sandwich, trying to do 
my best to conceal under my chair the falling crumbs. Since 
there was nobody, except Rudi who was too busy, I kept 
talking with one of my best friends : me. 


- So you are going to buy a fake, this time? I do feel sorry for 
you... 


- Really? 

- You are not a bad painter, Jan... Your lozenge paintings have 
something special... I like it... The old rectangle-shaped canvas 
is done: lozenge has come! 


- Maybe... I did only what I could do... And? 


- Your little apartment is cluttered with harlequinesque 
lozenges... 


- Harlequinesque? 
- Yes. I mean: cluttered with colorful lozenges! 
- Harlequin’s costume is made with triangles Michael...But go 


on. 
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- And you want to buy another painting! But what for? Be 
rational, for Christ's sake! 


- Impossible. I want these “Three bathers”. 
- so much like you, Jan... 
- You too are predictable, Michael. 


At that time, our conversation was interrupted by a loud noise. 
Rudi, always in haste, had dropped a beautiful and expensive 
Louis XV bergeére. Two feet were broken. I heard a swearword 
and Rudi left. 

Now I was alone again and my friend had vanished, as says 
Prospero, “into thin air’. 


I looked at the room in order to find where my Picasso was. I 
could not see it. Rudi came back, puffing, cursing against the 
fate. He was carrying a big box from which the coveted 
yellow and blue canvas was jutting out. 


- Take it easy, Rudi! 


I said. 


People were entering the auction room. Mainly old women. I 
thought they probably would not bid on my painting. 


Then, a tall man sat just before me. He reminded me of Martin 
Landau. I thought about the famous masterpiece - famous only 
for people who know it, as ever ! -, the famous movie : "North 
by Northwest". The scene in which Cary Grant, as Roger 
Thornhill, is finding shelter precisely in an auction room. 


He is surrounded by the henchmen of Philipp Vandamm. And 
close to him, the worrying face of Leonard, Vandamm's 
damned soul, played by Martin Landau. 


I looked at the man's long neck and wondered if Leonard had 
come here to buy the “Three bathers” too. I was thinking 
about the different ways of getting rid of a dangerous rival 
when the auctioneer, majestically, entered the room. 
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Chapter 4 


An Auction room is very similar to a Church or a Court. You 
have the Priest, the Judge, and the Auctioneer. They all decide 
on your fate. In a church, a court or an auction room, you must 
remain silent. All social life has one but dimension. It is called 
: submissiveness. From birth to death. 

After the auctioneer had proclaimed, in sacramental words, the 
chart of the good buyer, he finally opened the biddings. It was 
an auction without any candle, but yet, I was sitting on 
embers. 

Just before me, Leonard was moving his large face and I 
noticed he was looking at my coveted painting with too much 
attention. 

And the auction lasted forever, and number 80 was such a 
high number! And so many lots, pouring under the 
auctioneer's hammer! Even as an artist, my head was spinning. 
Landscapes, seascape, nudes and still lives... Figurative 
paintings, abstract paintings, cubism, impressionism, 
surrealism, dripping technique... All the schools were gathered 
in this little auction room. It was a kaleidoscope of colors and 
forms. Bright, dull, halftone creations. From unknown Flemish 
artists to forgotten Russian masters... Good things, sometimes 
; mainly god-awful art. 


- Lot number 41 : a splendid 15x22 view of Venice. 
Unfortunately unsigned. 


I was looking at this chewing-tobacco color and I could hardly 
recognize the Doge's Palace. I thought maybe the artist was 
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not brave enough to sign that. And Leonard, apparently 
indifferent to the show, was staring at the lot number 80. 


- Lot number 42 : a rare 50x60 portrait of Lenin, by the 
famous soviet artist Nikolai Nikolayevich Biezruki. We can 
join a certificate of provenance, coming from the fifth wife of 
the artist. 


A quite old lady, who was slightly snorting since the very 
beginning of the ceremony, whispered to another old lady, 
next to her : 


- Provence is located in France, my dear. 
I turned back and said : 


- No, madam. The auctioneer did not say "Provence", he said 
"Provenance". 


The old lady looked at me as if I had uttered rubbish. I even 
think her neighbor thought I had uttered a dirty word, and both 
of them scowled at me. Just like in Art, people only believe 
accredited people. You must wear a badge, a special hat, a 
medal, an aristocratic title, a diploma - even fake - to be 
believed. Nobody believes a caretaker. Creed entirely depends 
on social conventions. 


But something much more serious was keeping my mind at 
bay. It was Leonard’s behavior. At first, I had thought that his 
interest for the "Three bathers" was a_ pure forgery of my 
imagination. But now I knew I was right. He wanted that 
painting. I had found the evidence of that. 


The auction room was almost empty. Leonard had put the 
catalogue of the auction next to him, on an empty chair. As I 
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had taken my smartphone with me, I used its zoom function to 
see this catalogue and I noticed a large red circle on it. 
Leonard had circled the lot number 80! 


So he wanted my painting. The auctioneer was still unrolling 
his homily, with the same monotonous voice. 


- Lot number 69. A gorgeous 28 by 28 still life with carrots, 
onions and garlic. Provenance : the great-great nephew of 
Lord Hamilton's third wife, who... 


I was not listening to the homily anymore. My mind was 
obsessed by this thought : how much money was Leonard 
ready to spend on the "Three bathers"? 


His shoes - Leonard's - were expensive. I could not see clearly 
his watch. People usually say clothes do not make the man. Of 
course it does. How would you single out anyone, if not? If 
your name is Mr Bezos or Mr Gates, you do not have to wear 
expensive things. A famous billionaire with a Rolex is a 
walking pleonasm. But if you are not famous and if you are a 
billionaire - unless you do not want to show you are - , you 
have no choice but to wear a Rolex. The main problem is that 
people in the street, who do not know you, will think it is a 
fake watch. Better buy a Yacht. 


I did not want to ask Leonard if he had a Yacht. Everything's 
was possible. Did he think the lot number 80 was a genuine 
Picasso? Why did he want to bid on this unusual canvas? 
Because, indeed, the canvas was unusual. I'll speak about that 
later. 


- Lot number 76. A large 60x40 alkyd painting in the style of 
Jackson Pollock entitled "Metamorphosis of the seven Seal" 
by Reverend Julius Hyeronimus Delacroute. I will start the 
bidding at 5 dollars. 

17 


The old Lady behind me won the auction and took home her 
10 dollars masterpiece. 


Only two lots were to be auctioned before the "Three bathers"! 
And suddenly, something unexpected happened. 


Chapter 5 


People usually think that unexpected events refer to fiction, 
when this is precisely the truth which is unexpected. This is 
why you find so many bad novelists. They are afraid of the 
truth. They use their imagination when facts are enough. 


I was still mechanically looking at the old lady feverishly 
bundling her "Seven Seal", when suddenly Leonard fell from 
his chair and hurt the dark-green carpet. 


The other old lady behind me screamed like an old steamboat. 
Rudi rushed to Leonard. I jumped up. The auctioneer came, 
still handling his hammer. 


- Sir! What happened ? Are you ok? 


Leonard's face was pallid but Rudi's face was even more livid. 
I was afraid for him. He was sweaty. I looked at Leonard. The 
auctioneer, a big red-faced man, took him in his large and 
powerful hands and put him on a red upholstered fainting 
couch. Leonard opened his eyes. 


- That's fine...thank you... A moment of weakness... I feel 
much better now... The auction can go on... Thank you...I'll go 
back to my chair... 


- Are you sure, sir? 


The auctioneer's asked, wiping his brow. 


But Rudi, still in shock and livid did not agree. 


- No, no! You must see a physician... This can be serious. I 
had an aunt who... 


But Leonard still wanted to take part in the auction. He stood 
up and, still unsteady, went back to his chair. The old lady, 
gave him a cookie. Leonard really wanted my painting. I sat 
behind him, appalled. 


The auctioneer looked at his antique pocket watch and, 
followed by Rudi, went back to his impressive Empire-style 
desk. They had a short talk and, a few seconds later, the 
auctioneer came back. 

- Sir, Iam deeply sorry but I can not take the responsibility of 
resuming to the auction after your malaise. My clerk is right : 
you must see a physician. 

- But I feel perfectly well now, sir ! You can go on. 


-No Sir. I won’t. 


The judge had pronounced his sentence. I would have kissed 
the judge. 


About 10 minutes later, I was leaving the auction room with 
my Picasso. It had cost me 30 dollars, plus auction fees. 
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Chapter 6 


When I can back home, I made a strong coffee and took the 
painting out of its paper bag. It was splendid. To me, I mean. And 
yet, I still could not find in my memory where I had seen the 
genuine painting before. 


I took my camera and started shooting the canvas. 
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